The authors provide much-needed guidance through the confusion that has arisen in interpreting the vast scientific literature, and in the minds of health-workers and the consumer, as the result of the absence of a universally agreed definition of dietary fibre. The book describes the background to the field of dietary fibre, including the emergence of the fibre hypothesis, the development of methods for the measurement of dietary fibre, and the diverse health benefits associated with a naturally highfibre diet.
The authors state that the, largely proven, dietary fibre hypothesis is:
'Diets rich in foods containing plant cell wall material in a relatively natural state are protective against a range of diseases that are prevalent in Western affluent communities, for example, diabetes, coronary heart disease, obesity, gall bladder disease, diverticular disease and large bowel cancer.' and they emphasise the fact that:
'There is growing recognition that the amount of dietary fibre present in the diet provides a 'marker' for diets that are protective. Thus the consumption of plant foods, especially fruits and vegetables but also cereal foods, brings a range of non-nutrients into the diet which have important biological activity.'
In considering material to measure as dietary fibre, the authors state that: 'Dietary fibre is derived from the plant cell walls in foods.' and that measurement of dietary fibre requires techniques that provide an index of the plant cell walls in foods. The authors suggest that because the nonstarch polysaccharides (NSP) account for about 90% of most plant cell walls the measurement of dietary fibre as the NSP in plant foods is a good marker for the high-fibre diet for which benefit to health has been shown. They recommend direct measurement of carbohydrates as being technically and conceptually preferable to measuring a residue of unknown composition.
The authors examine the consequence of defining dietary fibre on the grounds of indigestibility. This would allow the inclusion of non-cell wall material such as fructooligosaccharides and synthetic materials like Polydextrose, as well as retrograded starch, Maillard reaction products and other substances formed as the result of food processing. The current promotion of products free of plant cellwalls as a source of 'high-fibre foods' emphasises the importance of adhering to the original concept of fibre if the consumer is not to be misled. In considering novel polysaccharides, the authors conclude:
'If, as some would advocate, the definition of dietary fibre is simplified to that of indigestibility alone, then there are logical arguments for including all indigestible components of the diet. However, this approach is at variance with the original concept of dietary fibre, and in effect would entail a new hypothesis that the amount of indigestible matter in a diet, regardless of its origin or composition, is responsible for protective effects. There is at present no evidence for such a hypothesis.'
The authors consider the antinutritional properties of dietary fibre but again stress that there are several qualitative differences between a low-fibre diet and a high-fibre diet. Apart from a tentative link between fibre and stomach cancer, the authors find no evidence for adverse effects of dietary fibre on health. However, the authors discuss the possibly deleterious effects of a range of substances (polyphenols, saponins, glycoalkaloids, lectins and phytates) common in the foods that constitute a high-fibre diet.
This volume examines some often overlooked aspects of dietary fibre, and emphasises the importance to health of plant foods containing dietary fibre naturally rather than fibre components per se.
The national dietary guidelines recommend a high-fibre diet rich in fruit, vegetables and whole-meal cereal products, and discourage the use of 'Fibre supplements'. This work supports and provides detailed insight into the background for these recommendations. 
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